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FOLLOWUP OF CUSTOMER SERVICE
AGENTS

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of U.S. application Ser.
No. 12/980,259, filed Dec. 28, 2010, now U.S. Pat. No. 8,958,
542, which is expressly incorporated by reference in its
entirety.

BACKGROUND

In an increasingly networked society, users frequently use
data networks to perform a variety of tasks formerly per-
formed in person. For example, a user may purchase an item
from a network-based retailer using his or her computing
device. In yet another example, the user may employ a bank-
ing service to check account balances, pay bills, schedule
transfers, and the like. As a result, providers of network-based
services face a number of pre- and post-sale contacts with
their customers. Systems, such as call centers have been
developed as a centralized, scalable mechanism to handle the
volume of calls across a variety of contact contexts, includ-
ing, for example, sales and marketing contacts, technical
support, and billing. However, call centers suffer from a vari-
ety of shortcomings.

For example, user calls to a call center are generally routed
to a first available agent in order to respond to the customer’s
call in the shortest amount of time. In the event that a user
contacts a call center again at a later date, the user is still
routed to the first available agent. In general, different agents
answer the user’s calls and neither the user nor the agent
develops a relationship with each other, as each call repre-
sents a first contact. As a result, opportunities for relationship
building and loyalty development are lost.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The foregoing aspects and many of the attendant advan-
tages will become more readily appreciated as the same
become better understood by reference to the following
detailed description, when taken in conjunction with the
accompanying drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram of an illustrative agent
continuity service for managing contacts between customers
and customer service agents;

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the operating environment of
FIG. 1, illustrating the agent continuity service identifying a
customer of a network-based service that requests contact
with a customer service agent;

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of the operating environment of
FIG. 1, illustrating the agent continuity service transmitting
prospective customer service agent choices to the customer in
response to their contact request;

FIG. 4 is an illustrative user interface for display on the
customer’s computing device that illustrates the status of one
or more customer service agents;

FIG. 5 is a block diagram of the operating environment of
FIG. 1, illustrating a customer service agent, selected by the
customer, initiating contact with the customer;

FIG. 6 is an illustrative user interface for display on an
agent computing device that enables the agent to review infor-
mation including prior contacts by the customer; and
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FIG. 7 is a flow diagram of an illustrative routine imple-
mented by the agent continuity service to select a customer
service agent that has previously been in contact with a cus-
tomer.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Generally described, aspects of the present disclosure
relate to providing users of a network-based service with the
opportunity to contact service agents and, in particular, to
providing users of the network-based service with the option
to contact a service agent that the user has previously con-
tacted. Further aspects of the disclosure relate to facilitating
communication between a service agent and a user when the
service agent is off duty. Beneficially, by facilitating repeat
contacts relationships may be developed between service
agents and users, enabling service agents to provide improved
service to users. Embodiments discussed below may refer to
the users as customers and the service agents as customer
service agents. However, it may be understood that users are
not limited to customers but may include any users of net-
work-based services.

In this regard, an agent continuity service is described that
receives customer requests for contact with customer service
agents (CSAs). For example, a customer using a customer
computing device, such as a personal computer, may identify
an item of interest presented by a network-based service and
may desire to communicate with a CSA regarding the item of
interest. This network-based service may be anything that
provides a good, service, or information that is of interest to
the customer. Accordingly, the network-based service may
include network-based retailers such as those which sell
items for purchase to the customer, network-based sources of
entertainment and/or information (e.g., network-based ency-
clopedias, media sharing, etc.), network-based social net-
working services which enable users to share content with
one another, and the like. In one embodiment, using his or her
computing device, the customer may request contact with a
CSA.

In one embodiment, the network-based retailer may pro-
vide a mechanism by which the customer may contact a CSA.
Contacts may be conducted by communication mechanisms
including, but not limited to, telephone, voice-over IP
(VOIP), video conferencing, instant messaging (IM), short
message service (SMS) text messaging, and other communi-
cations protocols known in the art. As described in greater
detail below, when the customer employs a contact mecha-
nism to contact a CSA, the agent continuity service may
identify CSAs that have previously engaged in contact with
the customer (if any) and determine the availability of such
CSAs to contact the customer. The agent continuity service
may further offer the customer the option to contact one or
more of the identified CSAs, and, in response to a customer
selection, distribute the contact to a CSA selected by the
customer. It may be understood, however, that if a customer
has not previously contacted a CSA, the agent continuity
service may still provide the customer with the option to
contact a first available CSA, as discussed in greater detail
below.

For example, the network-based service may be a network-
based retail service, implemented via a website, e.g., a web-
site that sells consumer electronics. Using a personal com-
puting device, the customer may identify an item of interest
displayed for sale by the network-based retail service, for
example, a personal computer. In addition to identifying the
item of interest, the customer may also have one or more
questions regarding purchase of the personal computer, such
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as the duration of manufacturer and extended warrantees. The
network-based service may provide a telephone number for
contacting the CSA. When the customer places a telephone
call to the telephone number associated with the CSA, the call
is routed through a telephone network to the agent continuity
service.

In order to facilitate routing of the customer’s contact to a
customer service agent that has previously assisted the cus-
tomer, the agent continuity service may identify the customer.
In certain contact embodiments, the customer’s request for
contact with a CSA may already contain information that may
be used to identify the customer. For example the agent con-
tinuity service may obtain a customer’s telephone number,
for example by a caller ID system, when the customer
employs a contact mechanism employing a telephone (e.g.,
voice calls, SMS messages). In another embodiment, as dis-
cussed in greater detail below, the customer may request
contact with a CSA through an interface provided by the
network-based service. In such cases, the customer may
already have provided identifying information (e.g., an
e-mail address, a login, etc.) to gain access to the user inter-
face.

In alternative contact embodiments, the customer’s request
for contact with the CSA may not contain information that
identifies the customer and the agent continuity service may
request identification information directly from the customer.
The agent continuity service may employ mechanisms
including, but not limited to, interactive voice response sys-
tems (IVR) may be employed to request information. For
example, continuing the example above with the customer
employing a telephone to contact a CS A, the agent continuity
service may generate and transmit a user interface that
enables the customer to provide selected information such as
a name, e-mail address, username, etc. The customer may, in
turn, provide information through use of their telephone key-
pad (e.g., dual-tone multi-frequency signaling (DTMF)),
voice recognition, and the like). In either manner, the agent
continuity service may obtain customer identification infor-
mation.

Upon identifying the customer, the agent continuity ser-
vice may identify CSAs with whom the customer has previ-
ously had contact. These prior CSAs may be identified from
customer history records of the call center that distributes
calls to the CSAs. The customer history records may maintain
information including, but not limited to, the customer’s
name, purchases, queries, query resolutions, status of any
unresolved matters, agents with whom the customer inter-
acted with, dates of interactions, agent notes/comments, cus-
tomer feedback received regarding any of the CSAs they
interacted with, and any other information known in the art of
customer relations management that may be relevant to the
customer. From these records, the agent continuity service
may extract the CSA information.

It may be recognized that a customer’s history may include
contacts with more than one CSA. In the event of multiple
CSA contacts in the customer’s history, it may be beneficial to
prioritize which prior CSAs are selected for presentation to
the customer (e.g., one or two of the highest priority CSAs).
In one embodiment, parameters that may be used to prioritize
the CSA presented to the customer may include, but are not
limited to, availability of the CSA, if available, if available,
the time duration until the CSA can be contacted by the
customer, whether the customer has positively reviewed the
CSA, the duration of time since the CSA has been in contact
with the customer, how frequently and/or how many total
times have the CSA and customer been in contact, and the
like.
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In this manner, the agent continuity service may select one
or more of the previously contacted CSAs from the contact
history of the customer and provide these selected CSAs to
the customers as options in response to the customer’s CSA
contact request. Beneficially, the customer and CSA may
develop a familiarity with each other that may help address
queries and resolve problems more quickly as the two indi-
viduals know each other better. It may be understood, how-
ever, that the agent continuity service may also provide other
CSA options in addition to those CSAs in the customer’s
contact history, such as a first available CSA.

Having identified one or more prior contacted CSAs for the
customer, the agent continuity service may further determine
the availability of these CSAs and transmit this information to
the customer in response to their request for CSA contact. In
one embodiment, availability may be determined by whether
the CSA is on-duty or not. If a CSA is on duty, the CSA may
be idle or engaged in contact with a customer. If the CSA is
idle, the status of the CSA may be determined to be “Imme-
diately Available.” If the CSA is engaged with a customer, the
CSA’s status may be “Available with wait” where the agent
continuity service may further estimate a wait time until the
CSA is free to contact the customer.

Ifa CSA is off-duty, availability may be determined by the
circumstances under which the CSA is off-duty. In cases
where the CSA is off-duty for a short duration, such as sched-
uled break or restroom break (e.g., about five to fifteen min-
utes), the status of the CSA may also be designated as “Avail-
able with Wait” with the estimated time until the CSA is free
given by the duration of time that the CSA is scheduled to be
off-duty.

However, if the CSA is scheduled to be oft-duty for an
extended duration of time (e.g., greater than about fifteen
minutes), the status of the CSA may be designated as
“Unavailable.” As discussed in greater detail below, under
these circumstances, the customer may be asked if they would
like to receive a call-back from the CSA. The customer may
also be provided alternative CSAs such that, even if their first
choice is unavailable, the customer may contact another CSA
immediately or with a modest wait time.

In further embodiments, a CSA may agree to receive con-
tacts during their personal time, when they are not on duty.
Under these circumstances, a CSA may respond to customer
contacts that are distributed from the agent continuity service
just as the CSA would if they were on-duty. Thus, any of the
above statuses may apply, just as if the CSA were on- or
off-duty in a work environment.

For example, continuing the example of a customer calling
to request a customer service agent, the agent continuity
service may search a storage archive for the contact history of
the customer. Assuming that the customer contact history
indicates that the customer had spoken once with a CSA and
had given this CSA a positive review, the agent continuity
service may present this identified CSA as an option to the
customer. Assuming that the agent continuity service further
determines that the CSA is currently in contact with another
customer, the status of the identified CSA is “Available with
wait.”

The “Available with wait” status means that the agent con-
tinuity service is prompted to estimate a wait time until the
identified CSA is free. In a further example, the agent conti-
nuity service may determine that customer contacts, on aver-
age last a duration of approximately 10 minutes. The agent
continuity service may further determine that the identified
CSA has been in contact with their current customer for
approximately five minutes (e.g., the current call is expected
to last approximately five more minutes, on average). The
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agent continuity service may further determine, based on
average, that a CSA becomes available every two minutes.
Therefore, the agent continuity service may present the cus-
tomer with the options of 1) waiting approximately five min-
utes for the identified CSA or 2) waiting approximately two
minutes for the first available CSA by telephone.

The customer may make their CSA selection from the
options presented by the agent continuity service. The cus-
tomer’s selection may be transmitted to the agent continuity
service, which may process the selection and generate a user
interface for the agent, including information regarding the
customer. This customer information may include any infor-
mation in the customer record that may be pertinent to the
agent, including, but not limited to, the customer’s name,
purchases, queries, resolutions, status of any unresolved mat-
ters, agents with whom the customer interacted with, dates of
interactions, agent notes/comments, customer feedback
received regarding any of the CSAs they interacted with, and
any other information known in the art of customer relations
management that may be relevant to the customer.

The user interface may be forwarded to a computing device
of the selected CSA, with the customer contact information.
From his or her computing device, the CSA may review the
user interface and initiate the contact with the customer. The
customer and the CSA may subsequently communicate with
each other as needed. When the contact is ended, the agent
continuity service may request the customer to participate in
a survey to review the contact and the CSA. The CSA may
further record notes of the contact for future use.

Continuing the example above, the user may press num-
bers on their phone to select from various options for which
agent option they would like to select. For example, the user
may be presented with the option to press the number one on
their phone to speak with the identified prior CSA in five
minutes or to press the number two on their phone to speak
with the first available CSA in thirty seconds. In certain
embodiments, upon making their selection, the customer may
be placed on hold until their selected CSA becomes available
(e.g., wait times less than a selected time duration such as
about 1-2 minutes). In other embodiments, upon making their
selection the customer may be provided the option to be
placed on hold or to receive a call back (e.g., wait times
greater than a selected time duration, such as about 2 min-
utes).

Beneficially, in this manner, a customer is provided the
option of contacting a CSA that they have previously con-
tacted, should they desire. The ability to direct customers
back to CSAs with which the customer has had positive
experiences enables positive relationships to be developed. In
contrast, traditional call center routing has focused primarily
on speed of placing a customer in contact with a CSA. How-
ever, when customers are greeted by the same CSAs repeat-
edly, a degree of comfort and loyalty is developed that may
assist in the query and problem resolution process.

With reference to FIG. 1, an embodiment of an operating
environment 100 for distributing contacts from customers to
customer service agents (CSAs) whom the customers have
previously contacted is illustrated. In the operating environ-
ment 100, a customer may employ a customer computing
device 104 to communicate with a network-based service
implemented via a website 106. The network-based service
106 may maintain or generate one or more user interfaces
capable of display by the customer computing device 106.
Should the customer have a problem or query regarding infor-
mation displayed in one or more of the user interfaces pro-
vided by the network-based service 106, the customer may
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6

employ his or her customer computing device 106 to request
contact with a CSA employing his or her agent computing
device 110.

The system 100 is depicted in FIG. 1 as operating in a
distributed computer environment comprising several com-
puter systems that are interconnected using one or more com-
puter networks. The system 100 could also operate within a
computer system having a fewer or greater number of com-
ponents than are illustrated in FIG. 1. Thus, the depiction of
system 100 in FIG. 1 should be taken as illustrative and not
limiting to the present disclosure. For example, the system
100 could implement various Web services components (in-
cluding but not limited to virtual utility computing services,
ak.a. “cloud computing services”) and peer-to-peer network
configurations to implement at least a portion of the pro-
cesses.

The agent continuity service 102 and network-based ser-
vice 106 may each be embodied in a plurality of components,
each executing an instance of the respective contact agent
continuity service 102 or network-based service 106. A server
or other computing component implementing the agent con-
tinuity service 102 and network-based service 106 may
include a network interface, memory, processing unit, and
computer readable medium drive, all of which may commu-
nicate which each other may way of a communication bus.
The network interface may provide connectivity over the
network 112 and/or other networks or computer systems. The
processing unit may communicate to and from memory con-
taining program instructions that the processing unit executes
in order to operate the agent continuity service 102 and net-
work-based service 106. The memory generally includes
RAM, ROM, and/or other persistent and auxiliary memory.

Those skilled in the art will appreciate that the network 112
may be any wired network, wireless network or combination
thereof. In addition, the network 112 may be a personal area
network, local area network, wide area network, cable net-
work, satellite network, cellular telephone network, or com-
bination thereof. Protocols and components for communicat-
ing via the Internet or any of the other aforementioned types
of communication networks are well known to those skilled
in the art of computer communications and thus, need not be
described in more detail herein.

The customer computing device 104 and agent computing
device 110 may comprise any communication device such as
a PC, akiosk, a thin client, a home computer, and a dedicated
or embedded machine. Further examples may include laptop
or tablet computers, personal computers, personal digital
assistants (PDAs), hybrid PDAs/mobile phones, mobile
phones, electronic book readers, set-top boxes, and the like. It
may be understood that reference to contact by customers
and/or agents or customer service agents (CSAs) may be
performed by customer computing device 104 and/or agent
computing device 110.

With further reference to FIG. 1, illustrative components of
the agent continuity service 102 will now be addressed. In an
embodiment, the agent continuity service includes an agent
identification component 116 for receiving a contact request
from a customer for contact with a CSA to place the customer
in contact with an available CSA.

In response to receiving the contact request from the cus-
tomer client device 104, the agent identification component
116 may determine whether the customer has been identified
by the contact request. Contact requests may take any form,
depending upon the type of communication mechanisms that
are provided to contact the CSA. In one embodiment, a cus-
tomer may call a CSA using a traditional POTS or voice-over-
IP (VOIP) service. In another embodiment, a customer may
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employ a messaging service, such as instant messaging, text
messaging, and electronic mail, to contact the CSA. In
another embodiment, a customer may employ video confer-
encing to contact the CSA. In a further embodiment, the
customer may contact the CSA through a website (e.g., the
network-based service 106). Examples of such a contact may
be found in U.S. patent application Ser. No. 12/547,370, filed
on Aug. 25, 2009, entitled, “SYSTEMS AND METHODS
FOR CUSTOMER CONTACT” and U.S. patent application
Ser. No. 12/547,387, filed on Aug. 25, 2009, entitled, “SYS-
TEMS AND METHODS FOR CUSTOMER CONTACT,”
the entirety of each of which is hereby incorporated by refer-
ence in their entirety.

Selected forms of contact requests may contain customer
identification information or may contain information that
may be used to infer the customer’s identity. In an embodi-
ment, customer contact information may include, but is not
limited to, the customer’s name, e-mail address or other
unique information associated with this information such as a
username/password to a network-based resource (e.g., the
network-based service 106).

In one example, telephone services, such as POTS and
SMS messaging are conducted from a telephone having a
fixed telephone number associated with a customer account.
If this telephone number is not blocked, a caller ID system
may be employed to determine the customer’s identity. In
another example, when employing the network-based service
106 to contact the CSA, as described in the above referenced
Ser. Nos. 12/547,370 and 12/547,387 patent applications, the
customer may input identifying information such as a name,
username/password, e-mail address, or other information that
identifies the customer to the network-based service 106. In
this case, the contact request may include the customer’s
identity as known by the network-based service 106.

Other forms of the contact request may not contain cus-
tomer identification information. For example, if the cus-
tomer employs POTS to transmit their contact request and
their telephone number is blocked. In another example, if the
customer employs a VOIP service or video messaging, or
instant messaging it may be very difficult to associate a net-
work address with the customer’s identity. In these cases, the
agent identification component 116 may request customer
identification information from the customer.

The agent identification component 116 may request cus-
tomer identification information from the customer by com-
municating with a user interface component 122 of the agent
continuity service 102. The user interface component 120, at
the request of the agent identification component 116, may
generate (and optionally transmit) a user interface to the
customer that requests identification information from the
customer. For contact mechanisms employing a POTS ser-
vice, VOIP service, or video messaging, the customer may be
prompted by audio to enter their customer identification
information on their telephone or computer interface by
speaking into their phone or computer. For contact mecha-
nisms employing SMS messaging or instant messaging, the
customer may be instructed to type out their customer iden-
tification information.

Upon determining the customer’s identification, the agent
identification component 116 may communicate with one or
more data stores, represented by data store 114, to obtain
customer contact histories. It may be understood that data
store 114 may include network-based storage capable of
communicating with any component of the system 100 via
network 112. The data store 114 may further include storage
that is in local communication with any component of the
system 100.
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Upon retrieval of the customer contact history from the
data store 114, the agent identification component 116 may
parse the customer contact history to identify any prior CSA
contacts conducted by the customer. The customer history
may maintain information including, but not limited to, the
customer’s name, purchases, queries, query resolutions, sta-
tus of any unresolved matters, CSAs with whom the customer
has interacted, dates of interactions, agent notes/comments,
customer feedback received regarding any of the CSAs they
interacted with, and any other information known in the art of
customer relations management that may be relevant to the
customer.

Should there be more than one CSA contact in the custom-
er’s history, the agent identification component 116 may fur-
ther prioritize the prior CSA contacts. In one embodiment,
prior CSA contacts may be prioritized on the basis of cus-
tomer feedback. In general, customer feedback may be char-
acterized as positive or negative. It may be considered coun-
terproductive to attempt to foster relationships between
customers and CSAs where the customer has given the CSA
a negative review. Therefore, in one embodiment, the agent
identification component 116 may ignore prior CSA contacts
having negative or poor customer reviews.

In another embodiment, prior CSA contacts may be priori-
tized on the basis of chronology. Prior CSA contacts that are
relatively most recent are likely to be the ones that are most
fresh in the customer’s mind and, therefore, may also be the
contacts that have a good likelihood of succeeding in devel-
oping a productive relationship between the CSAs and cus-
tomer. Therefore, in another embodiment, the agent identifi-
cation component 116 may prioritize a selected number of the
most recent CSA contacts (e.g. one to three).

In a further embodiment, prior CSA contacts may be pri-
oritized on the basis of frequency. CSAs that have already
been contacted more than once by the customer reflect CSA-
customer relationships that are in development and, therefore
may also be contacts that have a good likelihood of succeed-
ing in developing a productive relationship between the CSA
and customer. Therefore, in another embodiment, the agent
identification component 116 may prioritize CSAs that have
greater than a selected number of prior contacts with the
customer (e.g. greater than one).

It may be understood that any combination of the above
prioritization concepts may be employed to select one or
more CSAs for presentation to the customer without limit.
For example, the agent identification component 116 may
select the CSA that is the most recent CSA to contact the
customer which has received a positive review. In another
embodiment, the agent identification component 116 may
select the CSA that has contacted the customer the most
number of times, irrespective of reviews or duration of time
since last contact.

Having identified prospective CSAs for presentation to the
customer, the agent identification component 116 may trans-
mit these prospective CSAs to an agent availability compo-
nent 120 of the agent continuity service 102. The agent avail-
ability component is configured to determine the availability
of the identified, prospective CSAs. In one embodiment, a
real-time availability of the CSAs may be determined by the
agent availability component 120 through communication
with the CSAs. For example, to signal availability to the agent
availability component 120, a CSA may press a key or select
a user interface control from his or her agent computing
device. If no customer is waiting for service, the CSA may
maintain this silent-open (i.e., “oft-the-hook’) connection to
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the system to indicate continued availability. In this case, the
CSA’s availability may be considered to be, “Immediately
Available.”

Should a customer contact be received by the CSA, the
CSA may employ a user interface object of his or her agent
computing device 110 to answer the contact. When this tran-
sition occurs, CSA is still considered to be available, as they
are on duty but the CSA is not immediately available, as they
are busy handling another contact. Measurements of the dura-
tions of contacts may be recorded by the CSAs and transmit-
ted the to the data store 114 for storage and analysis. In
particular, analysis may be performed by one or more com-
ponents of the system 100 (e.g., contact distribution compo-
nent 124) to determine the average contact length. This aver-
age contact length, in one embodiment, may be used to
estimate the duration of a contact. Thus, when the CSA takes
a call, the CSA’s status may be reported as, “Available with
wait,” with a reported wait time approximately equal to the
estimated average contact length.

In cases where the CSA becomes unavailable, the CSA
may simply hang up the phone. The severed connection may
signal to the agent availability component 120 that a CSA is
indicating that he or she is no longer available to take a
customer contact (or that a CSA has been unintentionally cut
off from the system, due to, for instance, a fault in the net-
work).

In certain embodiments, short durations of unavailability
of a CSA, for example, to take a restroom or coffee break
(e.g., durations of approximately five to fifteen minutes) may
optionally be reported as “Available with wait,” with the wait
time being the scheduled time of unavailability. In other
embodiments, where the duration of time is anticipated to be
long (e.g., a meal time break, end of shift, etc.) this time may
be indicated as “Unavailable.”

In alternative embodiments, CSAs may arrange to make
themselves available to receive contacts when away from
their call center. For example, the CSA may have configured
a telephony and/or computing setup at a selected location
(e.g., their home) that enables the CSA to have contacts and
customer information directed to this location. As a result,
even though away from their call center, a CSA may be
indicated as “Immediately Available” or “Available with
wait.”

In this manner, the availability of the prospective CSAs
identified above may be determined for presentation to the
customer agent availability component 120. For each pro-
spective CSA, their availability may be determined according
to: “Available immediately,” “Available with wait” and the
estimated wait time, or unavailable. The customer agent
availability component 120 may also determine the availabil-
ity of the first available CSA as well.

The user interface component 122 may generate a user
interface containing this information at the request of the
agent availability component 120, as discussed in greater
detail with respect to FIG. 4 below. One of the customer agent
availability component 120 and user interface component 122
may transmit this user interface to the customer for selection.

The selection of the CSA may be received by the contact
distribution component 124. The contact distribution compo-
nent 116 may be in communication with one or more of the
CSAs, as represented by the agent computing device 110. The
contact distribution component 116 may enable communica-
tion between the customers and the CSAs using their respec-
tive customer computing devices 104 and agent computing
devices 110 through the network 112. Embodiments of the
contact distribution component 116 may be found in U.S.
patent application Ser. No. 12/192,067, entitled, “SYSTEM
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10
AND METHOD FOR AUTOMATED CALL DISTRIBU-
TION;,” filed Aug. 14, 2008 and U.S. patent application Ser.
No. 12/192,064, entitled, “INDEPENDENT CUSTOMER
SERVICE AGENTS,” filed Aug. 14, 2008, the entirety of
each of which are hereby incorporated by reference.

Upon completion of the contact between the CSA and the
customer, the user interface component 122 may transmit a
user interface to the customer requesting feedback regarding
the CSA’s performed during the just completed contact.
Should the customer provide feedback, the feedback may be
stored in the data store 114 for review and analysis. The CSA
may further generate notes and comments regarding the call
that are stored as part of the customer’s contact history in the
data store.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the operating environment of
FIG. 1, illustrating a customer contact request submitted to
the agent continuity service 102. As depicted in FIG. 2, the
agent continuity service 102 may review the CSA contact
request to determine if the request contains information that
may identify the customer. If the request does not contain
information identifying the customer, the agent continuity
service 102 may generate and transmit a user interface to the
customer. This user interface requests the customer provide
identifying information and enables the identification infor-
mation to be submitted to the agent continuity service 102.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of the operating environment of
FIG. 1, illustrating the agent continuity service 102 determin-
ing CSAs that have been previously contacted by the cus-
tomer and their availability. Upon receiving the user interface
requesting identifying information, the customer may enter
their identifying information and return this information to
the agent continuity service 102 via the user interface.

Having received the customer identifying information, the
agent continuity service 102 may submit a request to the data
store 114 for the customer’s contact history. The request for
the customer’s contact history may include the customer
identification information (e.g., the customer’s name, e-mail
address, etc.). The data store 114 may return at least a portion
of the customer’s contact history, including information
regarding CSAs that the customer has previously contacted.

One or more of the identified CSAs may be prioritized by
the agent continuity service 102. As discussed above, in one
embodiment, CSAs that have received negative or poor
reviews from the customer may be omitted from further con-
sideration. In another embodiment, the most recently con-
tacted CSA may be prioritized. In a further embodiment, the
most frequently contacted CSA may be prioritized. In
selected embodiments, the most recently contacted CSA that
has received a positive review from the customer may be
prioritized.

The availability of one or more of the CSAs identified in the
customer’s contact history (e.g., the prioritized CSAs) may be
determined by the agent continuity service 102. In one
embodiment, the agent continuity service 102 may monitor
the real-time status of the CSAs in communication with agent
continuity service 102. From this availability information,
status indicators of “Immediately available,” “Available with
wait” and a wait time, and “Unavailable” may be assigned to
selected ones of the identified CSAs.

A user interface 400 may be further generated by the agent
continuity service 102 for presentation to the customer. With
reference to FIG. 4, FIG. 4 illustrates one embodiment of a
user interface 400 that is configured for display on the cus-
tomer computing device 104. The user interface 400 includes
an item of interest offered for sale by the network-based
service 106 in a first window 402 that is the subject of the
customer’s contact and CSA availability information in a
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second window 420. The user interface 400 may further
include biographical information 404 regarding the customer,
such as the customer name. The user interface 400 may fur-
ther include an image 406 of the item of interest (i.e., object
D), as well as additional purchase details regarding the object
that are available from the network-based service 106. For
example, the purchase details may include a name of the
object 410, a price 412, a rating 414, a description, and an
indication 416 of available inventory for the item of interest.
Those skilled in the art will recognize that the purchase details
depicted in FIG. 4 are illustrative and that additional or dif-
ferent purchase details may be included in the user interface
400.

The CSA availability window 420 may include a list of
CSAs that includes CSAs the customer has previously con-
tacted. A “first available agent” is also provided as a default.
Associated with each agent is also a wait time 424 and selec-
tion options 426. The wait time 426 may represent the best
estimate of the agent continuity service 102 regarding the
time until the associated agent is free to contact the customer.
The selection options 426 represent the options from which
the customer may choose should the customer desire to con-
tact a CSA.

The first CSA listed in the CSA availability window 420 is
aCSA referredto as “Agent Jones, your preferred agent.” This
first CSA listing may represent the CSA that is most highly
prioritized, based upon prioritization criteria discussed
above. For example, Agent Jones may be a CSA who has
contacted the customer most recently and received a positive
review. In contrast, Agent Jones may have contacted the cus-
tomer less recently and/or received no review from the cus-
tomer. Notably, however, the more highly prioritized CSA
exhibits a wait time of about ten minutes, while the CSA
“Agent Smith,” whom the customer has also previously con-
tacted, exhibits a wait time of about five minutes. Further-
more, the first available agent exhibits a wait time that is even
lower at about thirty seconds.

The customer is faced with a choice. They may choose to
wait a longer period of time to speak with the CSA deemed to
be their preferred agent or alesser period of time to speak with
either a less preferred CSA or a first available CSA selected at
random. The customer may further choose to receive a return
contact from a selected CSA when the CSA becomes avail-
able. In such a case, as discussed in greater detail in U.S.
patent application Ser. Nos. 12/547,370 and 12/547,387, the
customer may provide contact information, such as a phone
number, where they may be reached for return contact. The
return contact may be provided by the CSA when the CSA
becomes available or at a time selected by the customer.

FIG. 5 is a block diagram of the operating environment of
FIG. 1, illustrating the agent continuity service 102 bringing
the customer into contact with their selected customer service
agent. After selection of the CSA, the CSA selection may be
submitted to the agent continuity service 102. The customer
contact may be transmitted to the selected CSA along with an
agent user interface 600. The agent user interface 600 may
generated by the agent continuity service 102 for the selected
CSA and may be personalized based upon the customer.

FIG. 6 presents an illustrative agent user interface 600
which may be presented to the CSA with the customer con-
tact. In an embodiment, the user interface 600 may include a
session information window 602 and a contact status window
606. The session information window 606 may include infor-
mation regarding the customer, including a customer profile,
browser history, and a page view. The customer profile may
include any information regarding the customer which may
help the CSA in their contact with the customer. Examples of
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the customer profile may include, but are not limited to,
customer biographical information (e.g., name, age, location,
etc) and history with the network-based service 106 (e.g.,
browse history, purchase history, etc.) or contact distribution
service (e.g., contact history). The browse history may
include items which the customer had browsed on the net-
work-based service 106 within a selected duration of time
from the contact (e.g., one day, one week, one month, etc.).
An illustrative page view 604 of the user interface 600, illus-
trated in FIG. 6, may include the view of the item of interest
that is the subject of the customer’s contact. For example, the
page view 604 may include biographical information 404,
image 406 of item of interest, a name of the object 410, a price
412, a rating 414, a description, and an indication 416 of
available inventory for the item of interest, as discussed above
with respect to FIG. 4.

The contact history window 606 may include pertinent
details regarding prior contacts of the customer for use by the
CSA. For example, the illustrated contact history 606 pre-
sents two contacts, a first contact with the instant CSA and a
second contact with a different CSA. The first contact
regarded a purse that exhibited a manufacturer defect. The
customer contacted the CSA to discuss the defect and the
matter was resolved by shipment of a replacement purse. The
second contact was in regards to a question about manufac-
turer and extended warrantees for a flat panel television. The
matter was resolved by the CSA emailing the customer a copy
of the respective manufacturer and network-based retailer
extended warrantee information.

After receiving the customer contact from the agent conti-
nuity service 102, the agent may initiate contact with the
customer. Contact with the customer may continue until the
customer’s issue is resolved. Through use of the agent user
interface, the CSA may better remember prior issues
addressed with the customer as well as other details about the
customer. These in turn may facilitate good customer rela-
tions and problem solving with the customer. Following ter-
mination of the contact, the CSA may record notes and/or
comments regarding the contact in the customer contact his-
tory that are stored in the data store 114.

Optionally, the agent continuity service 102 may further
generate and transmit a user interface to the customer that
solicits feedback from the customer. Should the customer
respond, the customer feedback may be associated with the
CSA and the contact and stored in the data store for subse-
quent review and/or analysis.

FIG. 700 is a flow diagram of an illustrative routine 700
implemented by the agent continuity service 102 to enable
customers to contact CSAs that they have previously con-
tacted. The routine 700 begins in block 702 where a CSA
contact request is received by the agent continuity service
102.

The routine proceeds to decision block 704 where a deter-
mination is made whether the customer has made any prior
CSA contacts. If the customer has not made any prior CSA
contacts, the routine 700 may move to block 710, where a user
interface is provided to the customer in which one or more
first available CSAs are provided to the customer with wait
times and/or return contact options (e.g., a call back). If the
customer has made prior CSA contacts, the routine 700 may
move to decision block 706.

Indecision block 706, the agent continuity service 102 may
determine whether any of the prior CSA contacts have
received positive prior reviews. If the customer has not
received any prior positive CSA reviews, the routine 700 may
move to block 710, where a user interface is provided to the
customer in which one or more first available CSAs are pro-
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vided to the customer with wait times and/or return contact
options (e.g., a call back). If the customer has received prior
positive reviews, the routine 700 may move to decision block
712.

In decision block 712, the agent continuity service 102 may
determine whether the positively reviewed prior CSA con-
tacts are available. If none of the positively reviewed prior
CSA contacts are available (e.g., all are unavailable), the
routine 700 may move to block 710, where a user interface is
provided to the customer in which one or more first available
CSAs are provided to the customer with wait times and/or
return contact options (e.g., a call back). If at least one of the
positively reviewed prior CSA contacts is available (e.g.,
Currently available or Available with wait time, the routine
700 may move to decision block 714, where a user interface
is generated that includes the CSA and its availability infor-
mation.

The routine 700 may optionally proceed to block 716,
where the user interface may further be updated with the first
available user interface. This first available user interface may
be provided to the customer as an option, should the customer
not desire further contact with one of the prior contacted
CSAs.

The routine may additionally proceed to blocks 720-724.
In block 720, the user interface may be transmitted to the
customer. In block 722, the agent continuity service 102 may
receive a CSA selection from the customer. In block 724, the
CSA selected by the customer may receive the customer
contact and proceed to contact the customer.

All of the processes described herein may be embodied in,
and fully automated via, software code modules executed by
one or more general purpose computers or processors. The
code modules may be stored in any type of computer-readable
medium or other computer storage device. Some or all the
methods may alternatively be embodied in specialized com-
puter hardware. In addition, the components referred to
herein may be implemented in hardware, software, firmware
or a combination thereof.

Conditional language such as, among others, “can,”
“could,” “might” or “may,” unless specifically stated other-
wise, are otherwise understood within the context as used in
general to convey that certain embodiments include, while
other embodiments do not include, certain features, elements
and/or steps. Thus, such conditional language is not generally
intended to imply that features, elements and/or steps are in
any way required for one or more embodiments or that one or
more embodiments necessarily include logic for deciding,
with or without user input or prompting, whether these fea-
tures, elements and/or steps are included or are to be per-
formed in any particular embodiment.

Any process descriptions, elements or blocks in the flow
diagrams described herein and/or depicted in the attached
figures should be understood as potentially representing mod-
ules, segments, or portions of code which include one or more
executable instructions for implementing specific logical
functions or elements in the process. Alternate implementa-
tions are included within the scope of the embodiments
described herein in which elements or functions may be
deleted, executed out of order from that shown, or discussed,
including substantially concurrently or in reverse order,
depending on the functionality involved as would be under-
stood by those skilled in the art.

It should be emphasized that many variations and modifi-
cations may be made to the above-described embodiments,
the elements of which are to be understood as being among
other acceptable examples. All such modifications and varia-
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tions are intended to be included herein within the scope of
this disclosure and protected by the following claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
having computer-executable components, the computer-ex-
ecutable components comprising:

an agent identification component, the agent identification

component operative to:

receive a request for contact with an agent from a cus-
tomer;

determine an identity of the customer; and

identify at least one agent that has previously partici-
pated in a prior contact with the customer and that has
received a positive review based on the prior contact
with the customer;

an agent availability component, the agent availability

component operative to:

determine an availability of the at least one identified
agent to contact the customer;

identify an available agent that is available to contact the
customer; and

transmit a user interface including the at least one iden-
tified agent, the available agent, and the agents’
respective availabilities to the customer, wherein the
user interface is configured to enable the customer to
select one of the at least one identified agent or the
available agent for contact; and

a contact distribution system, the contact distribution sys-

tem configured to:

receive an agent selection identifying a selected agent
after the agent availability component transmits the
transmitted user interface; and

route the contact between the customer and the selected
agent.

2. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 1, wherein the contact comprises one or more of a
telephone call, an electronic mail message, a voice-over IP
(VOIP) communication, a video conference, an instant mes-
sage (IM), or a short message service (SMS) text message.

3. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of'claim 1, wherein the availability of an agent comprises one
of “Immediately Available,” “Available with wait,” or
“Unavailable”.

4. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 1, wherein the transmitted user interface enables the
customer to wait for contact with the selected agent or request
that the selected agent contact the customer at a later date.

5. A system comprising:

a data store operative to store a record of contacts between

a first person and one or more second persons; and

a computing device in communication with the data store,

wherein the computing device is operative to:

obtain a record of contacts associated with the first per-
son, wherein the record of contacts identifies one or
more second persons with whom the first person has
previously had contact;

identify, from the one or more second persons, a second
person that has received a positive review based on a
prior contact with the first person;

determine an availability of the second person for con-
tact with the first person;

identify an available person that is available to contact
the first person;

transmit the availability of the second person and the
availability of the available person to the first person;
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receive a selection identifying one of the second person
or the available person to participate in a contact with
the first person; and

route the contact between the first person and either the
second person or the available person in response to
the selection.

6. The system of claim 5, wherein the computing device is
further operative to select the second person by selecting a
second person that has been in contact with the first person
more recently than others of the one or more second persons.

7. The system of claim 5, wherein the availability of the
second person comprises one of “Immediately Available,”
“Available with wait,” or “Unavailable”.

8. The system of claim 7, wherein the availability of the
second person further includes an estimated wait time.

9. The system of claim 5, wherein the computing device is
further operative to identify the first person by inferring the
identity of the first person from a contact request.

10. The system of claim 5, wherein the computing device is
further operative to verify the identified second person based
upon a response received from a user interface provided with
the transmitted availability.

11. The system of claim 5, wherein the contact comprises
one or more of a telephone call, an electronic mail message, a
voice-over IP (VOIP) communication, a video conference, an
instant message (IM), or a short message service (SMS) text
message.

12. A computer-implemented method of routing a contact
between a first person and a second person, the method com-
prising:

under control of one or more configured computer systems:

identifying a second person that has previously partici-
pated in a prior contact with a first person and that has
received a positive review based on the prior contact
with the first person;

determining an availability of the second person to con-
tact the first person;

identifying an available person that is available to con-
tact the first person;

generating a user interface including the availability of
the second person and the availability of the available
person;

receiving a selection indicating whether the first person
has an interest to contact the second person or the
available person; and

placing the first person into contact with either the sec-
ond person or the available person based upon the
selection.

13. The computer-implemented method of claim 12,
wherein the availability of the second person to contact the
first person comprises one of “Immediately Available,”
“Available with wait,” or “Unavailable”.
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14. The computer-implemented method of claim 13,
wherein the availability of the second person further includes
an estimated wait time.

15. The computer-implemented method of claim 12,
wherein the user interface further enables the first person to
wait to contact the second person or request that the second
person contact the first person at a later date.

16. The computer-implemented method of claim 12,
wherein the contact comprises one or more of a telephone
call, an electronic mail message, a voice-over IP (VOIP)
communication, a video conference, an instant message (IM),
or a short message service (SMS) text message.

17. A non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
having computer-executable components, the computer-ex-
ecutable components configured to cause a hardware proces-
sor to:

obtain a record of contacts associated with a first person,

wherein the record of contacts identifies one or more
second persons with whom the first person has previ-
ously had contact;

identify, from the one or more second persons, a second

person that has received a positive review based on a
prior contact with the first person;

determine an availability of the second person for contact

with the first person;

identify an available person that is available to contact the

first person;
transmit the availability of the second person and the avail-
ability of the available person to the first person;

receive a selection identifying one of the second person or
the available person to participate in a contact with the
first person; and

route the contact between the first person and either the

second person or the available person based upon the
selection.

18. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 17, wherein the computer-executable components
configured to cause the hardware processor to identify a sec-
ond person comprise computer-executable components con-
figured to cause the hardware processor to select at least one
second person by identifying a second person that has been in
contact with the first person more recently than others of the
one or more second persons.

19. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 17, wherein the availability of the second person
comprises one of “Immediately Available,” “Available with
wait,” or “Unavailable”.

20. The non-transitory computer-readable storage medium
of claim 17, further comprising computer-executable compo-
nents configured to cause the hardware processor to identify
the first person by inferring an identity of the first person from
a contact request.



